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~—Fighting for Life

By Williamn Safire

WASHINGTON, Dee. 19 — Al Ken-
nedy Center last night, in the revivat
of the Rodgers and Hart musical, **On
Your Toes,” the Russian ballerina
Natalta Makarova was about to begin
the ballet "Siaughter on Tenth Ave-
nue.”

In the musical's plot, the jealous vil.
1ain had vowed to harm a male dancer
in the ballet. As If on cue, a ripping
sound was heard as a large chunk of
scenery came crashing down on stage,

doctor. The purpose of medicine i3 pot
only to impruve lite's quality but to
save Jives. If, in the process of avert-
ing death, a pattent chooscs Lo become

a human guinea ptg or to marry a '

bulky machine, the patient has the
right to demand that the medical pro-
tession tet him make that cholce.

Yet the editortal ts accurate in say-
ing *many would dectdc death is pref-
erable.”’ That ia because 100 many
people lmt life as & possession that

ble when it becomes

and a length of pipe d into the
fnﬂo-looung ballerina.

S cnedomnmuptonwbbing
The curtain was ness, hasb

100 Ohercus. Suicmg- as one haspital
administrator said in dead serious-
aviableoption.

audience sealized that me accident
¢ Was not of the show; after wait-
lruv‘! latvwdornercunamm,
(he-mmnu somberly filed out.
Remembering that 1 worked for a
paper, | went backstage to file a
report; Miss Makarova, who defected
to the West a dozen years ago, was
being lifted into an ambulance; an at-
tendant said she had received head
lacerations and a fractured shoulder.
Today her condition is reported to be
fair. She was lucky; a few inches the
other way and the falling pipe might
have killed or crippled her. Perhaps
mwmu wig provided some protec.

An incident ltke that snatches
thoughts away from the entertain-
ments of polmcs and directs them to
the very thin line between lite and
death,

Since this took place tn Washington,
the talk in the opera house lobby
drifted to the way that the unexpected
— an accident, ot a shooting ~— can
scramble the patterns of political lite.
Miss Makarova's friend, Ann Getty,
drew the parallel of the danger of an
accident in & world of many nations
armed with nuclear weapons. Nothing

———— - 30 underscores the valve of life than

,the sudden realization of its fragility.

1t started me thinking about Barney
Clark, the man with the first antiticial
heart. Hemvhnmnmmdie he

led on an

which later broke down and nqulnd
ancther operation to repair; he cannot
know what chance he has of pulling

through.

An editorial In The New York
Times, after praising Dr. Clark's
courage and wishing him well, raised
& troubling issue: “Can all that pain
and exertion be worthwhile? The pur.
pose of medicine is to improve life's
Quality, not to make Methuselahs of us
all.... Dr. Clark made his own
choice, but many would decide death
i prelmblo to being pormnnendy

hered 10 a bulky N
hope of release.”

I'm glad that editorialist is not my

This is wholly aside from the issue
of keeping a long-comatose person on
lite-support systems or of bersting
those who elect not to prolong unbear-
able pain. Dr. Clark’s case shows that
criticism is growing of those who fight
for lite, who refuse to go gently into
that good night, and who anhoy the
healthy with thelr quest for new drugs
or undignified procedures. Wanting to
live — against ali odds — is derogated
a8 Methuselism.

The play “Who's Life Is It Any-
way?"* made a hero out of the patient
who demanded his right to die. The
curious new {ashion {s to pralse those
who are willing to go quietly, hailing
23 courageous those who smile sadly
and don’t make a fuss. At the same
time, patlents who refuse to resign
themselves to the seemingly inevita.
ble ar¥ viewed as pushy, and doctors

willing to go to the frontiers of medi.

cine are drrogated as aggressive,

Fortunately, we Methuselists have :

real.llfe dramas. Barney Clark is not |

prolonging his life because he is
courageous, he is prolonging it be-
cause he does not want to die. In this
display of the God-given Instinct for
self.preservation, Dr. Clark volun-
tarily advances the technology of arti-
ficlal organs. In & few years, other
“hapeless’” patients with other ail-

ments wiit press into the
practiceof b uimplleb?
1y it ethical ard to live?

An orthodox rabbi in Jerusaiem is re.
ported as saying that a man with an
artificial heart has no right to call
himself a human being; I wonder il a
clergyman so heartless has the right
tocall himself a rabbi.

The (ierce determination to live can
alfect health and astound physicians,
causing seeming miracies; it would
be immoral to deny available tech.
nology to the Barmey Clarks of the
world who are carrying the fight for
life to new heights.

In all the new emphasis on the qual-
ity of life, a baller:na’s brush with
death is & vit ! reminder that life it-
self has a qua.ity not to be scormed.




